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Born in La Rochelle on the west coast of France, Gabriel and Esther Bernon, their son 
Gabriel, and daughters Esther, Marie, and Sarah, arrived in Boston in 1688 where a fourth 
daughter, Jeanne, was born (Baird 1885b:327). Like his father and brothers in La 
Rochelle, Gabriel Bernon was a successful merchant whose business relationships extended 
to London, Dublin, Antwerp, Amsterdam, Quebec, Surinam, Martinique, Saint 
Christopher, Cayenne, Saint Domingo, and Curacao (Baird 1885a, b). Gabriel spent some 
time developing business connections in Holland, but after the Edict of Fontainebleau 
which revoked most of the civil rights of Protestants, the family moved to London in 1687 
(Baird 1885:168). There, Bernon became a naturalized English citizen and was introduced 
to members of the Society for Promoting and Propagating the Gospel in New England and 
its President, Robert Thompson (Baird 1885b:168). Thompson had been granted land in 
Central Massachusetts, but the terms of the grant required timely “improvement,” and 
settlement under the direction of a religious leader. Thompson’s time was about to expire, 
but the opportunity appealed to Bernon, whose business acumen probably registered this 
as an opportunity to link religious freedom with economic enterprise. Therefore, in 1687 
Bernon paid for the passage of about 40 Huguenot families to settle and develop 
Thompson’s land, and purchase it outright when the opportunity arose (Baird 1885a, b, 
Daniels 1892; Freeland 1894). 

The Bernon settlement was situated in the contemporary town of Oxford, clustering along 
the Maanexit or “French” River. There, the Huguenots built a saw and grist mill and 
possibly a “chamois” mill, the latter to process animal hides into leather for the 
manufacture of hats and gloves (Baird 1885b). The Oxford Huguenots were accompanied 
by Reverend Daniel Bondet, who purportedly built a home on a small rise overlooking the 
community “temple” and cemetery. Although Gabriel Bernon was the leader of the 
community and retained ownership of a farm and land within the town, there is no 
evidence that the family resided in Oxford (Rhode Island Historical Society Library 
[RIHSL] MSS#264, Box 1, Folio 27). Historians assert that the family settled in Boston 
(Baird 1885b:204) although a property deed from Gabriel and Esther Bernon, their 
daughter Marie and her husband Abraham Tourtellot, and nephew Andrew Faneuil 
(executed June 1, 1699) recorded the sale of a jointly owned “mansion house” and 2% acres 
of land in the town of Roxbury, southwest of Boston (Austin 1978:20). This evidence 
suggests that the Bernons and extended family members were actually residents of 
Roxbury, rather than Boston (Austin 1978:20). 

Historians report that relations between the Oxford settlers and the local Nipmuc Indians 
were contentious, possibly originating with perceived trade injustices or the sale and 
distribution of alcohol (Baird 1885b, Daniels 1892; Freeland 1894). Regional intrusions 
from New York’s Mohawk Indians, purportedly at the instigation of Quebee’s Catholic 
Jesuits, further aggravated the relationship (Baird 1885b). Before the end of the decade the 
settlement had experienced two Indian “attacks” and was finally abandoned in 1696. Some 
Oxford Huguenots returned to Boston, others went to New York. One or two families 
established homes in Rhode Island and South Carolina. Gabriel and Esther LeRoy Bernon 


eventually moved to Providence, Rhode Island where Gabriel attempted to manufacture 
naval stores for the English crown (Baird 1885b). By 1697 the family had moved to 
Aquidneck Island, where Gabriel focused on maritime trade from his home in Newport. 
There, he experienced moderate success as a maritime trader but in 1706 his only son, 
Gabriel Junior, was lost on an outward journey to the West Indies (Potter 1879). The 
family subsequently left their Newport residence for the coastal town of Kingston, near to 
Wickford where Gabriel established a wharf and a warehouse in an attempt to invigorate 
his maritime business. Gabriel was unable to secure overland access to his wharf and 
warehouse and experienced personal loss when Esther LeRoy Bernon died in 1710 (Rhode 
Island Historical Society Library; MSS #264, Box 1, Folio 148). In 1712 he returned to 
Providence where he married a young Englishwoman, Mary Harris. The second marriage 
produced daughters Susanne, Mary, and Eve, and a son, also called Gabriel, who died in 

‘infancy (Potter 1879). In his later years, Bernon devoted his energy to religious causes and 
helped establish St. John’s Cathedral, Providence, St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Wickford, 
and Trinity Church, Newport. Nearing the end of his life, Bernon claimed that he had 
spent almost £10,000 on his American enterprises, with little to show for his effort (Updike 
1847:45). In 1736 he died without male heirs to perpetuate the Bernon family name, 
although his daughters, with the exception of Eve, married into prominent local families 
and produced numerous descendants. 
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